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Note from the Director 
 
Greetings!  We are now fully into the bloom of spring here in Washington, D.C. and around much of the country.  As 
we move into Memorial Day, I hope our readers are able to take a moment to reflect, remember and honor those 
who sacrificed so much for our country.  We are blessed in countless ways by the lives of those who have served in 
our armed forces, and we are fortunate to serve those who have served us through our work with the VA.   
 
Speaking of inspiration, VA Interim Deputy Secretary Scott Blackburn shared with us that he was moved and 
inspired by his inter-governmental site visit with Taos Pueblo leadership and Veterans this spring.  Mr. Blackburn, 
accompanied by Albuquerque VA Medical Center Director Andy Welch and Veterans Benefits Administration 
Regional Director Sammie Quillen, was warmly greeted by Taos Pueblo Governor Ruben Romero, Tribal Secretary 
Floyd Gomez, and other tribal officials  when he arrived by Blackhawk helicopter.  During his stay, he toured the 
pueblo, visited with tribal officials, Veterans, family members and service providers in the Traditional Council Hall, 
and enjoyed a meal graciously prepared by mothers and wives supporting the event.   Testimonies were shared 
regarding Veterans struggling with accessing benefits and services once they returned home, cultural competency 
issues related to the Taos VA Community Based Outpatient Clinic, funding for a tribal Veterans memorial and the 
need for funding to support the establishment and operation of Veterans programs on tribal lands.  Mr. Blackburn 
was very clear with VA leadership following the event that commitments were made not only to follow up with 
tribal officials  from Taos Pueblo and across Indian Country, commitments  to dedicate time and resources focused 
on helping Veterans heal and move forward with their lives once they return home.  We’re looking forward to 
implementing some specific recommendations and suggestions, in collaboration with tribes, made as a result of the 
visit to Taos Pueblo in the months ahead.  Specifics will be shared in our next newsletter edition.   
 
Moving on to updates from our field tribal relations specialists, Terry Bentley presented to the CalVet Veteran 
Service Officer Quarterly training, providing a regional and national VA/tribal relations update by OTGR.    Terry 
enlisted me and Peter Vicaire to help with training the Veterans Benefits Administration Pacific District Regional 
Directors on the protocol and process of working with tribal governments within their service catchment area.  
The training was informative, fun and interactive and we plan to introduce it to senior leadership across VA.  Most 
recently, the Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde, OTGR (led by Terry) and the Oregon State Department of 
Veterans Affairs hosted Tribal Veteran Representative training and as of this writing, Terry will be attending the 
Affiliated Tribes of Northwest Indians meeting in Portland, OR the last week of May.   On the horizon, for the Pacific 
District are two Veterans training summits.  The first event is hosted by the Nez Perce Tribe June 15-17, 2017 at 
the Clearwater Casino Resort in Lewiston, ID.  The second event is hosted by the Inter-Tribal Council of Nevada and 
will be held June 23-25, 2017at the Grande Sierra Casino Resort in Reno, NV.   Both should be informative and I 
encourage all of our readers who are out that way to attend if possible.  For more information, just email 
Terry.Bentley@va.gov.   
 
In the Southwest, OTGR once again, in collaboration with our colleagues from the Albuquerque VA, sponsored the 
VA outreach booth at the annual Gathering of Nations Powwow.  Over 1200 inquiries were made to the staff 
manning the booth.  This level of inquiry is consistent year in and year out.  If you have a community event in your 
area and would like to schedule a VA outreach booth, don’t hesitate to email David.Ward@va.gov.  We’ll get you 
connected to the right folks.  These outreach opportunities provide a critical link between Veterans and the 
services and benefits available to them and their families from the VA.  There are also Veterans Training Summits 

mailto:Terry.Bentley@va.gov
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coming up in the Southwest during the next couple of months.  Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo (New Mexico) is hosting a 
one day Veterans Training Summit on May 23, 2017.  The summit will be held at the Santa Claran Hotel and 
Casino in Espanola, NM.  Contact Homana at LoRae.Pawiki@va.gov for more information and to obtain more 
information on three additional Veterans Training Summits that Homana is involved in planning throughout the 
summer into the early fall.   I should also mention that Homana played a key role in working out the logistics of the 
Interim Deputy Secretary’s visit with Taos Pueblo officials.  She was our “eyes and ears” on the ground.  We are 
especially thankful for her support and hard work dedicated to making the engagement positive and successful.   
 
Our Oklahoma-based specialist, Mary Culley, has been rolling up her sleeves, meeting with tribes to provide 
technical assistance primarily on tribal Veterans Affairs programming and development.   She’s also had meetings 
focused on the Inter-Tribal Veterans Stand Down scheduled for later this year and has a number of announcements 
to share for our next newsletter edition.  If you have questions for Mary about activities and ongoing projects with 
tribal governments in the Southern Plains/Southeastern part of the U.S., just send her an email: 
Mary.Culley@va.gov.  
 
Finally, last but not least, Peter Vicaire traveled to Springfield, SD to visit property the Santee Sioux Tribe 
purchased with its long-term goal of turning it into a residential Veteran treatment program.  He was most recently 
in Sault Ste. Marie, MI, where he met with tribal leaders from the United Tribes of Michigan and provided them 
with information on programs and opportunities for their Veterans.  His forthcoming travel will include trips to the 
Oneida Nation of Wisconsin as well as to a National Congress of American Indians Veterans Committee meeting in 
Uncasville, CT and then the Passamaquoddy Tribe of Maine for its Native American Veteran Day.  He is also in the 
early stages of planning a Veterans event with the Omaha Tribe of Nebraska, tentatively scheduled for August 9th.    
 
We plan to have a June edition of the OTGR newsletter that will cover a lot of the work projected throughout the 
summer and will also include announcements and projects on the horizon in the months ahead so you won’t want 
to miss it.  If you have announcements or content to include in the June edition, send to Peter.Vicaire@va.gov.  We 
look forward to hearing from you.   
 
Happy Reading,  
 

 
 

 
Stephanie Birdwell    

 
Links to non-Federal services are provided solely as a service to our readers. These links do not constitute an endorsement of these organizations or their 
programs by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) and none should be inferred. VA is not responsible for the content of the individual organization 

web pages found at these links nor the information provided on these events by organizations or individuals. 

mailto:LoRae.Pawiki@va.gov
mailto:Mary.Culley@va.gov
mailto:Peter.Vicaire@va.gov


 

3 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

4 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

5 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Meet VA’s Office of Tribal Government Relations 
 

Here’s a webinar [1:05:56] that was made by Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services and published on YouTube back on March 29, 2017.   

 
“Do you know where to start to connect the Veterans in your community to health benefits 

and long-term services and supports (LTSS) through the Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA)?  One of the best resources to help tribal communities find the right “doorway in” to 

VA and its many services is VA’s Office of Tribal Government Relations.  
 

In our March 22 webinar, we’re pleased to welcome a panel of presenters from VA’s Office 
of Tribal Government Relations, including the Office Director and regional specialists for 

every VA region. After this webinar, you’ll know who to call with questions about VA’s 
tribal programs and collaborations.”   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xoFXLtg6cZ8&feature=youtu.be  

 
VA Reimburses almost $52 Million to IHS and Tribal 

Health Programs 
 

Tribal health clinics interested in entering into a reimbursement agreement with 
VA for serving veterans should send an initial note of interest to: 

tribal.agreements@va.gov 
                         

 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xoFXLtg6cZ8&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xoFXLtg6cZ8&feature=youtu.be
mailto:tribal.agreements@va.gov
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National Museum of the American Indian Director 
Visits Reno-Sparks Indian Colony 

 
The Smithsonian Institute’s National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI) has been 
charged by Congress with building a National Native American Veterans Memorial, and on 
Monday, veterans and had a chance to comment on the pending design and construction. 
 
Native Americans have served in the United States military in every major conflict since the 
Revolutionary War. In recent decades, they have served in greater numbers per capita than 
any other ethnic group.  So, the museum has begun preliminary plans to construct this 
memorial in the next four years to give all Americans the opportunity to learn of the proud 
and courageous tradition of service of Native Americans in the Armed Forces of the United 
States. 
 
The NMAI and the advisory committee are currently conducting consultations to share 
plans for the memorial and to seek input and support. Regional events, like the one being 
held at the Reno-Sparks Indian Colony (RSIC), bring together tribal leaders, Native 
veterans, and community members.  RSIC Tribal Chairman Arlan D. Melendez, a Marine 
Corps veteran, co-hosted a consultation for the memorial at the Reno-Sparks Tribal Health 
Care Center on May 1.  Veterans, their family members, professionals whom work with 
veterans and members of the community attended. 
 
The service and sacrifice of Native American veterans, including American Indians, Alaska 
Natives, and Native Hawaiians, spans nearly two and a half centuries of American history. 
During World War II, over 44,000 Native Americans served in the U.S. military. Hundreds of 
Hopi, Navajo, Comanche, and other Native language speakers—Code Talkers—played a 
crucial role. More than 42,000 Native Americans served during the Vietnam War. 
Today, the U.S. Department of Defense estimates more than 24,000 American Indian and 
Alaska Native men and women are on active duty, and more than 150,000 veterans self-
identify as American Indian or Alaska Native. 
 
An advisory committee for the memorial has been formed, led by the Honorable Ben 
Nighthorse Campbell (Northern Cheyenne) and Chickasaw Nation Lieutenant Governor 
Jefferson Keel. The group, composed of tribal leaders and veterans from across Native 
America, is assisting with outreach to communities and veterans and advising on plans for 
the memorial. 
 
In the fall of 2020, the museum will launch a juried competition to select a design for the 
memorial. The National Native American Veterans Memorial will be located prominently on 
the museum’s grounds on the National Mall, between the Smithsonian’s National Air and 
Space Museum and the U.S. Capitol. The dedication ceremony is planned for Veterans Day 
2020, to unveil the memorial and honor the immense contributions and patriotism of 
Native Americans in the U.S. Armed Forces. 
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National Gathering of American Indian Veterans 
 

Here’s a 16-page Event Report for the second annual gathering, organized by the 
Trickster Art Gallery, which took place in Wheaton, Illinois from August 19-21, 
2016.  Mark your calendar for the next one, which is again at Cantigny Park in 

Wheaton, IL from July 21-23, 2017.  
 

 
 

http://online.fliphtml5.com/vtib/xbgn/#p=1
http://www.trickstergallery.com/
http://online.fliphtml5.com/vtib/xbgn/#p=1
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Tribal member Korean War MIA dog tags found, 
remains being tested 

                                     

Here’s an older article by B.L. Azure which ran in the Car-Koosta News.  

 
“There are two things constantly on the minds of young men sent to war: their 
mother and abandonment on the battlefield. The military’s promise to the young 
men serving in war zones is that they won’t be left behind on fields of battle and all 
means will be used to find those Missing In Action no matter the cost or how long it 
takes. The mothers are always in the hearts and minds of young men at war 
especially at that time just before time ends. 

 
Corporal Frank J. Ducharme, born in 1931 and went Missing in Action in the 

Korean War, Wednesday, May 16, 1951 — he was 19 years old. Following initial 
notification of him missing, his family received an official Missing In Action notice 
from the U.S. Army in 1952. Two years later they received another official Army 
notice reaffirming Ducharme’s continuous MIA status but with the promise that he 
will never be forgotten. Sixty-four years later the never forgotten fallen warrior has 
come back in memory. His dog tags and potential remains were found in the 
Hongcheon River area near Gangwon, Korea Oct. 21, 2015. 

 
Ducharme went MIA on the first day of the second phase of the Communist 

Chinese and North Korean Spring Offensive that began May 15, 1951. Ducharme 
went missing is what is known as the May Massacre.  Ducharme’s Army unit, H 
Company, 2nd Battalion, 38th Infantry, 2nd (Infantry) Division was at the point of 
Task Force Zebra, ahead of the allied offensive line along the 38th parallel. Task 
Force Zebra was set to begin a major encounter with the Communist forces to the 
north of them scheduled to begin May 16.  The patrol base Ducharme was at was 
established well ahead of the line of other allied forces. To the north of them 
awaited more that 100,000 Communist forces. The evening of May 16, a large 
portion of the Communist forces began to probe Task Force Zebra’s outposts, 
Ducharme’s 2nd Battalion of approximately 800 soldiers was the first to engage 
with the North Korean and Chinese forces. Human waves of Communist forces 
attacked the 2nd Battalion outpost. During the fierce to-the-end fighting Ducharme 
went missing. 

 
Sixty-four years later the missing but never forgotten fallen warrior has 

come back. His dog tags and potential remains were found in the Hongcheon River 
area near Gangwon, South Korea Oct. 21, 2015.  “Last year, the ‘Bring Them Home’ 
project called me and asked some questions about our family and wanted samples 
of our DNA,” Irvine said. Her brother Steve Ducharme provided samples. “Since last 

http://www.charkoosta.com/2016/2016_11_24/Frank_DuCharme_remains_possibly_found.html
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year we have received a couple of letters notifying us that the Army is still working 
on identifying the remains.”  They have kept her posted on the latest developments 
when they happen. 

 
“They still are not sure that the remains are my brothers,” Irvine said. She 

was two years old when Frank went missing. “The Army requested that we send 
more DNA samples, this time from the maternal side of the family.”  Irvine’s elder 
sister Rhoda Hayward of Tacoma, Wash. recently submitted her DNA to be analyzed 
and the family is waiting on the results. If there is a DNA match it will fill a 65-year-
old void felt by the Ducharme family.  On the Monday prior to Veterans Day her 
sister Rhoda received Frank’s dog tags. The family is now awaiting the completion 
of verifying Rhoda’s DNA. If it is a match, Frank’s remains will be repatriated and 
burial ceremonies will ensue. 

 
“We don’t have the results yet on the DNA tests yet but the Army personnel 

thinks the remains are my brother. When he comes home we will have a service for 
him,” Carrie Irvine said last Thursday when she acknowledged vague memories of 
her older brother. “Even though I didn’t really know him, he is very real to me. This 
does bring up a flood of emotions for me. Sometimes I have wondered if he was 
real, it was so long ago and I was so young. I knew him as my brother that went 
missing in the Korean War but little else. Still he is real to me. Still he is my brother. 
It is really amazing how this has worked out.” 

 
Frank Ducharme’s mother and father are long gone but his family remains. 

And soon, it looks like he will be reunited with them. They never forget him and the 
Army never forgot its promise to its soldiers.  The Korean War began June 25, 1950 
and ended July 27, 1953. The U.S. armed forces lost 33,686 in battle, and another 
2,380 in non-battle deaths.” 
 

Interim Deputy Secretary for U.S. Veterans Affairs 
visits Taos Pueblo  

 
Arriving in a Blackhawk helicopter April 21, 2017, the Interim Deputy Secretary for 
U.S. Veterans Affairs, Scott Blackburn, met Taos Pueblo Gov. Ruben A. Romero, 
tribal officials, and veterans from the area during an Intergovernmental Site Visit 
and Cultural Tour. The meeting took place in the tribe's Traditional Council Hall 
following a procession through the historic village plaza. There, Blackburn and his 
team listened to the concerns and some criticism of the way veterans are treated 
with regard to a variety of health issues and benefits. For more, read the April 27, 
2017 edition of Tempo magazine in The Taos News.  You can see the YouTube video 
HERE – and read the entire article by Rick Romancito HERE.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tlIG3OHXg_E&feature=youtu.be
http://www.taosnews.com/stories/va-officials-visit-stirs-issues-for-local-veterans,40086
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Passamaquoddy Soldiers Featured in Smithsonian 
Documentary 

 
Here’s a short section [2:49] of a Smithsonian documentary highlighting the 

Passamaquoddy Tribe’s involvement in WWI.  
http://www.smithsonianchannel.com/videos/what-do-native-american-carvings-

in-french-wwi-quarries-mean/54318  

 
“Americans Underground: Secret City of WWI.  An amazing discovery has been 
made beneath a farm field in Northern France: a vast underground city where 
World War I soldiers, on both sides of the conflict, took refuge a century ago. Even 
more remarkable, it is one of hundreds of buried havens set up close to a 45-mile 
stretch of the Western Front. Follow American explorer and photographer Jeff 
Gusky as he documents one of these long forgotten shelters, and witness his 
attempts to connect the names of the American soldiers etched into the limestone 
walls to their living descendants.   Why is there a Native American canoe carved in 
an abandoned quarry inhabited by U.S. soldiers during WWI? The answer leads 
back to Point Pleasant, Maine--home of the Passamaquoddy Tribe.” 
 

“Defending the Fire” Documentary  
 

Here’s a LINK for more information on a documentary focusing on Native American 
veterans.  

 
“Since the beginning of time, Native American Warriors have navigated a unique 
cultural and spiritual path, relying on the tenets of the Warrior in ancient and 
modern warfare. The lessons of the Warrior are universal; the spirit of the Warrior 
survives, even in the face of conflict.  With a focus on the spiritual and historic 
journey of Native American Warriors, Silver Bullet Productions will present the 
story of the Warrior, the importance of cultures in modern quests, and the lessons 
of War through the lens of these cultures. The characters will be elders and 
historians from New Mexican tribes and Native veterans of World War II, and the 
Korean, Vietnam and Afghanistan/Iraq conflicts. Grounded in research and guided 
by voices of men and women in our armed forces, the documentary will reveal the 
distinct motive, preparation, conflict, and healing of tribal soldiers.” 

 
http://silverbulletproductions.com/documentary-films/modern-warrior/ 

 
 

http://www.smithsonianchannel.com/videos/what-do-native-american-carvings-in-french-wwi-quarries-mean/54318
http://www.smithsonianchannel.com/videos/what-do-native-american-carvings-in-french-wwi-quarries-mean/54318
http://silverbulletproductions.com/documentary-films/modern-warrior/
http://silverbulletproductions.com/documentary-films/modern-warrior/
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Sweat Lodge Opens at Richmond VA Medical Center 
 

Here’s a short article written by Tharon Giddens, which ran in the Richmond 
Magazine on May 11, 2017.   

 
“The latest addition to the campus at the Hunter Holmes McGuire Veterans Affairs 
Medical Center is decidedly low-tech.  It’s at the back of the complex, near the 
Hopkins Road gate. Driving by, you may miss it; It’s just a half-circle skeleton of 
sticks enclosed with tarps. It faces east, and there’s a dirt pile at its door, then a fire 
pit surrounded with rocks. 
 
It looks out of place, but this is an inipi, a Native American sweat lodge. It’s a place 
for cleansing and renewal, and for healing.  The structure was dedicated in an event 
on May 8 that included a drum circle ceremony and prayers.  The four circle 
participants performed honor songs. One was titled “Healing and Rejuvenation,” apt 
topics for a VA facility, said circle participant Andrew Tyler, an Air Force veteran 
and a member of the Pamunkey tribe. 
 
Native Americans have a long, storied tradition of service in the American armed 
forces. More than 44,000 saw service during World War II, and during the Vietnam 
War, more than 42,000 served, more than 90 percent as volunteers at a time when 
military ranks were filled through the draft, according to a 2012 report from the VA 
on American Indian and Alaska Native service members and veterans. 
 
“We owe them the chance to practice their rites,” Chaplain James Connolly said 
following the ceremony. “The Native American traditions deserve to be respected.”  
It’s the second sweat lodge at McGuire. There was one constructed there in the 
1990s, and the new one is dedicated to Bobby Barlett, the driving force behind the 
first inipi and a Vietnam War veteran who was treated at McGuire, according to 
Jimmy Thunder Ortiz, a nephew of Barlett. 
 
The Crewe resident led the effort to construct the new inipi here. “I took it upon 
myself to get it going,” he says.  A ceremony [was] held inside the lodge on May 20.” 

 

Richmond VA Hospital Dedicates Native American 
Sweat Lodge  

 
Following that last piece, here’s an article written by Katie O’Connor which ran in 

the Richmond Times Dispatch on May 8, 2017.   

http://richmondmagazine.com/life-style/health/native-american-sweat-lodge-mcguire-va-medical-center/
http://richmondmagazine.com/life-style/health/native-american-sweat-lodge-mcguire-va-medical-center/
http://www.richmond.com/news/local/city-of-richmond/richmond-va-hospital-dedicates-native-american-sweat-lodge/article_cd1e15ae-ed54-570c-8f60-29a603872447.html
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“People who come out of the sweat lodge, according to Jimmy Thunder Ortiz, are reborn.  
“When you’re in there, you’re in Mother Earth’s womb,” he said.  Andrew Tyler described 
the sweat lodge — or Inipi — as a sacred place, “No different than a cathedral or mosque or 
a synagogue.”  “All the toxins we carry during the day are purified in the sweat that’s 
released from us,” Tyler said. “And this is what’s very helpful for veterans, because we carry 
a lot of things in us.” 
 
Ortiz and Tyler were part of a ceremonial dedication of a new sweat lodge at McGuire 
Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Richmond on Monday. A sweat lodge ceremony is a 
spiritual experience in a variety of Native American cultures. 
The site consists of a dome made out of fresh-cut saplings — typically covered by a large 
tarp — and a fire pit that is used to keep the rocks in the lodge hot. Participants sit around 
the rocks in darkness and heat. 
 
“It is a place for us to gather together as native people to purify ourselves, to stand before 
the creator,” Tyler said. “You have all the elements that the creator has gifted to humans 
inside the Inipi — you have the air, the fire, the earth, the water.” 
A sweat lodge has been on the medical center’s campus since 1995, when Bobby Bartlett, a 
Vietnam veteran and Ortiz’s uncle, launched it. When Bartlett died in 2016, Ortiz, who is 
considered a medicine man, took over the lodge and moved it to a different part of the 
campus. 
 
American Indians and Alaskan Natives have one of the highest representations in the 
armed forces, according to the U.S. Department of Defense.  “What drives a lot of questions 
when I tell people that is: Well why would you want to serve a government that has been so 
horrible to your people?” Tyler said. “Well the creator put us here on this land to be 
defenders of the land. Not defenders of the government, not defenders of any organization, 
but to defend the people.” 
 
Tyler is a veteran himself, having served from 1978 to 1998 in the Air Force, but he was not 
diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder until 2015, he said.  Veterans are often most 
in need of the sweat lodge spiritual experience, Ortiz said. When they participate in a 
ceremony, Ortiz will often tell them to repeat after him: “I am. I am worthy. I choose to do 
this because I am good.” 
 
A variety of native cultures were represented at Monday’s event. Ortiz is Taíno, while Tyler 
is of Pamunkey and Cherokee descent.  During the dedication, a group of four men sat 
around a drum, which Tyler said Native Americans refer to as “grandfather.” 
“The drum is a gift to the people,” Tyler said. “These are the traditions we’ve had for 
thousands of years.”  They sang several songs, hitting the drum and singing together. 
Between each song, the four would reach out and gently touch the drum. 
 
“When I touch the drum and I bring it to my heart, I’m not worshipping the drum,” Tyler 
said. “I’m giving thanks that the creator gave us this beautiful gift, that we may share that 
gift with the people.”” 
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Cherokee program provides a helping hand to 
homeless veterans  

Hers’s an article written by John Klein which ran in the Tulsa World on May 17.  

 
“Dennis Christie has a place to call his own.  “It’s great to finally have a nice place,” he said. 
“It’s good to have some place that I can call home.” Christie is the first Cherokee Nation 
member to receive rental assistance under a new program to help homeless veterans. He 
now lives in a small one-bedroom apartment in Claremore.  “It’s helped me out a lot,” 
Christie said. “It’s a nice place. I can walk to everything. It’s life-changing.” Gary Cooper, 
director of the Housing Authority of the Cherokee Nation, said Christie’s story is what the 
tribe wants to hear. “That’s exactly what we hoped would happen,” Cooper said. “We got 
involved in this program hoping to give people a helping hand, not to give a handout. 
 
“Obviously, through this program we’re able to help a veteran who has served his country, 
a place he or she can call home. That’s the purpose of what we’re doing.” The Cherokee 
Nation is among 26 tribes that received funding to provide housing for homeless veterans. 
Under the program, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and the U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs awarded $5.9 million in grants to offer permanent homes 
and supportive services to Native American veterans who are homeless or at risk of being 
homeless. 
 
Using $200,000 from the grant, the Cherokee Nation is aiming to provide rental-assistance 
vouchers to as many as 20 veterans. “Dennis is our first recipient, but we’re very optimistic 
about this program,” Cooper said. “We work with the private sector. “We help locate a place 
to live for these veterans, and then we help arrange to pay the rent.” Christie, who was born 
in Tahlequah, joined the Army a few years after graduating from Fort Gibson High School. 
He was deployed to Germany and was serving in Berlin when the Berlin Wall came down. 
As a veteran, he has suffered from chronic substance abuse, other health issues and 
homelessness. He recently completed a treatment program in preparation for getting off 
the street and into the apartment. 
 
“It’s a good location,” he said. “This is a really nice neighborhood. … It’s close to everything. 
I can walk to the hospital and stores if I need something.” The Cherokee Nation has a 
veterans center that offers resources and services to those who served. It also has a 
contract with the VA to treat Native American veterans with routine health care in tribal 
facilities. The housing grant program was announced in January 2016 in Tulsa by then-HUD 
Secretary Julian Castro during the Inter-Tribal Council for the Five Civilized Tribes.  
Cherokee Nation Principal Chief Bill John Baker praised the program, saying, “The 
partnership between HUD and the VA will ensure our Cherokee patriots get the assistance 
they need after serving our country.”  The Cherokee Housing Authority started working 
with Christie several months ago to get him into the program. He has been in his apartment 
about a month.  “I’d been staying in the Salvation Army shelter in Tulsa,” Christie said. 
“That was kind of uncertain. “Here I know I have a place to live. Having my own place will 
hopefully help me get back on track.”” 

http://www.tulsaworld.com/homepagelatest/john-klein-cherokee-program-provides-a-helping-hand-to-homeless/article_77eaef01-1888-53c6-a2fe-b61d04082c88.html
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Hopi Veteran Wins 2017 National Veterans Creative 
Arts Competition Out of 1600 Entries 

 
Hers’s a VA blog post written by Stacie Rivera which ran in May 23.  

 
Since he was 17 years old, this Army Veteran and Prescott, Arizona resident has lived the 
Hopi proverb that “time isn’t used; it’s experienced.” In 1976, Filmer Kewanyama enlisted 
in the Army straight out of the Sherman Indian Boarding School in Riverside, California. 
Fast forward some 40 years later and he is proud of his time as an Army Infantryman. His 
military career took him from the 11 Bravo Infantry for 21 years of service to teaching 
others as a senior military instructor of ROTC in northern California at UC Davis. 
 
He admits that it may seem strange to have the Hopi heritage of peace guiding him and his 
call to serve in harm’s way. But Kewanyama says, “I never once regretted it.” He attributes 
his positive experience to the many Vietnam Veterans who came before him and who 
served as his mentors. 
 
 

 
 
 
Although he enlisted in the Army as a way to support his family, it became his path to a life 
well-traveled, often taking him on a parallel journey of the Hopi people. Kewanyama 
explains that as he grew up within the tribe, he began to help his parents with art. Carving, 
painting, basketry – all become part of his life’s journey. Guided by both the rains and sun, 
Kewanyama says that as he moved from soldier to Veteran, he received good support from 

https://myva.va.gov/and-the-winner-isarmy-veteran-filmer-kewanyama/


 

18 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). VA’s Vocational Rehabilitation Program 
(VocRehab) helped him align his new calling and took him from teacher to student. 
 
In 2010, Kewanyama earned an Associate Degree in Applied Science. His specialty was 
graphic design. He also returned to Hopi land and the Prescott area. There he discovered 
how much he loved to do artwork. This time he also decided to give back. He became an 
advocate for Veterans issues. Even today you can find him at the Prescott VA helping out 
other members of tribes as they navigate the VA health care system. 
 
Now a retired father of five grown children and a grandfather, Kewanyama combines his 
soldier-teacher-student experience. He explains that art “is about healing yourself to be 
part of society.” Today, he is an award-winning artist in his own right. He says that the 
process of creating art is a healing process. “Art helps me become more spiritual,” he says. 
And he encourages Veterans to be part of some form of art therapy. 
 
As an infantryman, he feels that he “was one of the fortunate ones.” At the time, he says, “I 
was loving what I did.” Today, his life’s work is more about exploring the achievements of 
the Hopi people. In his latest work of art – “Homage to the Hopi Code Talkers” – he creates 
a painting that teaches about the code talkers of all tribes. There were several tribes 
involved in the code talking program in WWI and 14 tribes in WWII. Kewanyama had 
always known about the Hopi Code Talkers. However, he believes that nationally, little is 
widely known about this rare group of warriors. He was inspired by the Hopi’s last code 
talker with whom he met and talked at the local VA. “I was so touched by him that I needed 
to do this painting.” 
 
After over a year of starting and stopping, perfecting and priming, Kewanyama entered his 
painting in the 2017 Veterans Creative Arts Competition and it landed first place out of 
1,600 entries. He is excited to get to New York, finally! And so what began as an artistic 
journey in 2007 when a VA art therapist introduced him to this program in Prescott has 
taken him from “Best of Show” to “People’s Choice” to national top-prize winner! With the 
humblest of character, Kewanyama says, “It is such an honor because I get to share the 
story of the Hopi Code Talkers.” 
 
In the painting, there is rich symbolism about the Hopi’s process of growth. These men 
relied upon their faith and way of life to sustain them. Kewanyama relates to this and says, 
“I always carried cornmeal, bear root, red paint. These things were a form of medicine to 
help keep me safe, wherever I went. These men who are in my painting also had to be 
faithful and rely on ceremonies like I did.” 
 
Finally, the painting brings full circle a long line of military experience of the Hopi people 
who have responded to their country’s call even though they are a people of peace, serving 
all Americans, not just the Hopi people. The American flag and Hopi symbol merge in 
Kewanyama’s winning piece to show that they (and he) belong to both. 
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OTGR Central Region 
(IA; MI; MN; MT; ND; NE; SD; WI; WY) 
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OTGR Southern Plains Region 
(KS; OK; TX ) 
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OTGR Southwest Region 
(AZ; CO; NM; UT) 

 

 



 

29 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 

30 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

31 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

32 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

33 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

OTGR Western Region 
(AK; CA; ID; NV; OR; WA) 

 

 


